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Using Microanalysis (MFD) to Teach & Train Students Sara Smock Jordan, PhD, LMFT, UNLV School of Medicine
Training Master’s Level 
Clinicians
The Need
UNLV’s Couple and Family Therapy 
(CFT) Program trains master’s level 
students to become Marriage and Family 
Therapists. The process of training and 
supervising students contains both 
content (the nuts and bolts of having a 
therapeutic conversation) and process 
and can be challenging. In an effort to 
improve the quality of our teaching 
practices, elements of microanalyais of 
face-to-face dialogue can be used to 
strengthen our training program.
The Practice
Microanalysis of face-to-face dialogue 
(MFD), that is, the detailed and replicable 
examination of any aspect of observable 
communicative behavior as it occurs, 
moment by moment, in a face-to-face 
dialogue (Bavelas, Gerwing, Healing, & 
Tomori, 2016) to examine professional 
conversations. MFD is an inductive 
methodology which uses detailed 
operational definitions and analysis rules, 
rather than relying on subjective 
judgment, to produce high inter-analyst 
agreement (Bavelas et al., 2016). MFD 
principles are applicable to teaching, 
training, and supervising clinicians in our 
CFT program.
Microanalysis Research
Microanalysis of face-to-face dialogue 
(MFD) can be used a formal research 
method or a tool for teaching and 
training. In its most rigorous form, MFD 
has been used in medical, legal, 
therapeutic, and computer-mediated 
communication settings. Tasks like 
delivering bad news to patients have 
been used to study the physician/patient 
interaction on a sensitive subject (Del 
Vento, Bavelas, Healing, MacLean, & 
Kirk, 2009). In one study conducted by 
Del Vento et al., they found that when 
physicians delivered bad news to 
patients, physicians used implicit 
language (e.g. “this is a little 
disappointing”) versus direct language 
(e.g. “the tests were entirely normal”) 
when delivering good news to patients. 
In psychotherapy research, Jordan et al. 
(2013) found that what a therapist says 
in session has an immediate impact on 
the client. Due to the rigor of using MFD 
as a method for research, very few can 
conduct a formal research analysis.
Students report gaining an in-depth 
learning experience of therapy model(s). 
As the instructor, I’ve noticed a more 
comprehensive application of therapy 
models in clinical practice. 
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Applications to Other 
Disciplines
The use of MFD can be applied to any 
teaching setting where conversations are 
recorded. For example, instructors can 
assign students to video record role plays of 
concepts from class. The assignment can 
include having both participating students 
observe what they noticed in the recorded 
interview. Students can be asked to notice 
the following in their recorded interview:
-types of questions asked
-types of content, or lexical choice, used
-the tone of the interview (including tone, 
emotional expression, etc.)
-ANYTHING that is observable 
Depending on the subject of the course, 
reviewing recorded dialogue can be a 
helpful tool for students to see what they 
are actually doing in an interview. The sky is 
the limit! 
1. Ask students to find a 30-60 second clip 
of a recorded dialogue where they are 
communicating/doing a task well.
2. Have students submit this clip to their 
instructor. 
3. The instructor and students meet 
individually to review the clip.
4. The instructor gives each student oral 
and/or written feedback on what the 
student did well in the clip.
